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THE HIGH COST OF DYING 
ANNCR: 

WITH PRICES RISING EVERYWHERE, AMERICANS ARE FINDING NOT 
ONLY THAT THE COST OF LIVING IS SKYROCKETING, BUT SO IS THE COST 
OF DYING . FUNERAL PRICES HAVE SHOT UP AND HELPED SPUR A DRIVE 
TO FEDERALLY REGULATE THE FUNERAL INDUSTRY. THAT'S A PROSPECT 
AMERICAN FUNERAL DIRECTORS WEW GRAVELY. LINDA DRAGAS PREPARED 
THIS BACKGROUND REPORT: 

VOICE: 

THE U.S. GOVERNMENT'S FEDERAL TRADE COMMISSION IS EXPECTED 
TO ACT EARLY NEXT YEAR ON PROPOSALS TO REFORM THE AMERICAN 
FUNERAL INDUSTRY. IN A 526-PAGE REPORT, THE COMMISSION STAFF 
ARGUES FOR OUTLAWING SUCH PRACTICES AS UNNECESSARY EMBALMING AND 
MISREPRESENTING THE NEED FOR IT, AND FUNERAL ESTABLISHMENTS TRYING 
TO SELL EXPENSIVE COFFINS EVEN FOR CREMATION, AND THE REPORT 
CRITICIZES THE UNWILLINGNESS OF MANY MORTICIANS TO PUBLISH 
PRICES FOR THEIR SERVICES. 

BUT THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF FUNERAL DIRECTORS -- THE 
LARGEST INDUSTRY GROUP -- SAYS SUCH PROPOSALS WOULD INCREASE THE 
COST OF FUNERALS IN THE UNITED STATES BY $111 MILLION A YEAR, 
THE ASSOCIATION SAYS THAT FEDERAL REGULATION IS UNNECESSARY, 
IT PREFERS CONTINUING THE CURRENT PRACTICE OF INDUSTRY REGULATION 
BY CITY AND STATE HEALTH DEPARTMENTS -- AGENCIES THE FEDERAL 
TRADE COMMISSION SUGGESTS TEND TO FAVOR THE INDUSTRY. 
UNDERTAKERS ALSO FEAR THAT THE PROPOSED CHANGES WILL ALTER THE 
NATURE OF FUNERALS, 

CEREMONIES BEFORE BURIAL IN THE UNITED STATES HAVE ALREADY 


EVOLVED DRAMATICALLY SINCE THE 1930S, WHEN PEOPLE STOPPED 
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HANGING BLACK CREPE ON THEIR DOORS AS FUNERAL SERVICES MOVED 
FROM THE LIVING ROOM TO THE COMMERCIAL FUNERAL PARLOR, DEATH 
HAS GIVEN BIRTH TO A BOOMING FUNERAL BUSINESS. ABOUT 22,000 
UNDERTAKERS NOW HANDLE TWO MILLION FUNERALS A YEAR IN WHAT HAS 
BECOME A FOUR=THOUSAND-MILLION DOLLAR INDUSTRY. CONSUMERS HAVE 
PAID THE PRICE, HOWEVER. THE AVERAGE COST OF A FUNERAL HAS 
JUMPED FROM 350 DOLLARS IN 1935 TO ABOUT TWO-THOUSAND DOLLARS 
TODAY, MAKING BURIAL COSTS A FAMILY'S THIRD LARGEST EXPENSE, 
AFTER A HOUSE AND CAR, 

BUT AMERICANS ARE BEGINNING TO REBEL AGAINST THE HIGH COST 
OF DYING, ESPECIALLY SINCE SO MANY BURIAL CUSTOMS HAVE LOST 


THEIR RELEVANCE. FOR INSTANCE, METAL WAS FIRST USED TO MAKE 


COFFINS IN THE LATE 18TH CENTURY, WHEN BODY-SNATCHING FOR ANATOMY 


INSTRUCTION WAS A PROFITABLE BUSINESS. NOW, LESS COSTLY CASKETS 


MADE OF WOOD ARE GAINING FAVOR, BY BURYING THEIR DEAD MORE 
QUICKLY, SOME FAMILIES ARE FOREGOING EMBALMING, A PRACTICE 
WIDESPREAD, BUT NOT ORDINARILY REQUIRED, IN THE UNITED STATES. 
AMERICANS ARE CREMATING THEIR DEAN, AS SOME OF THE RELIGIOUS 
TABOOS AGAINST THE PRACTICE HAVE FALLEN, COOPERATIVE MEMORIAL 
SOCIETIES ARE ALSO BECOMING MORE POPULAR. THESE NONPROFIT 
GROUPS, WHICH OFFER LOW-COST FUNERALS, HAVE VAULTED FROM 90 
SOCIETIES WITH 35,000 MEMBERS IN 1963 TO 150 SOCIETIES WITH 
750,000 MEMBERS TODAY, 

UNDERTAKERS THEMSELVES SEEM TO BE OVERHAULING THEIR IMAGE, 
PLAYING DOWN THEIR FUNCTION AS CASKET SELLERS AND EMPHASIZING 


THEIR ROLE AS GRIEF THERAPISTS WHO HELP THE FAMILY THROUGH ITS 


SORROW. BUT THE BEREAVED, WHO SHOULDER THE BURDEN OF DEATH, ARE 


INCREASINGLY PRACTICING THEIR OWN FORM OF GRIEF THERAPY, BY 
OPTING FOR SIMPLER FUNERAL SERVICES, THEY ARE REDUCING THE 


FINANCIAL, IF NOT THE EMOTIONAL TOLL OF DEATH, 
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